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The following text analyses a leaked video speech by Debretsion at the 11th Congress of EPRDF in 
Hawassa. Debretsion Gebremichael is the president of Tigray and a chairperson of TPLF, the Tigray 


People's Liberation Front. The video was released a few months ago, in May 2020, on a Youtube video 
blog called Zehabesha. The video is claimed to be the last speech of Debretsion within EPRDF’ meetings. 
It is also probably the last meeting where TPLF appealed, with some genuine hope, to the other three 
EPRDF_ member parties. Zehabesha’, the media blog behind the video's release, claims that TPLF 
attempted to delete it, but they managed to acquire the video from their insider sources by paying a lot 
of money. The video allows an insight into a reform process that had marked Tigray and its leading party 
over the last three years. The intention is to demonstrate Tigray was involved in a deep dramatic reform 
process that could have led to a more democratic and developing economic progress had it not been 
suddenly interrupted by a full-fledged conflict - the war on Tigray. 


The reform process shows the strong voices calling for fundamental change within the TPLF, including a 
change in the leadership, which had actually started to materialise quite some time ago, starting in 
2016. These changes began following the introduction of the reform process, on which TPLF self 
reviewed its past 15 years performance, from 2001 till 2016. In the subsequent congress, 2017, TPLF 


removed almost half of the key people from its central and executive committees, including the former 
PM Meles Zenawi's wife, Azeb Mesfin. She was an executive member within the central committee, the 





highest leadership body of the party, making her removal the critical importance for the reform process. 


By the last congress in 2018, nine of the eleven executive members were new. Furthermore, the central 


committee increased in number with more young and educated leaders, and the leadership aligned 
itself with the new reform agenda requirements. 


The purpose of this text is not to promote any political party but rather to depict the reform processes 
that had taken promising directions before the civil war, including bringing a new generation of political 
leadership. The observations in this text also show that while the TPLF was involved in a process of 
reform and self-criticism, it was not yet fully ready to depart from problematic decisions of the past. On 
the one hand, the TPLF of the past and today had not been the same anymore. It has evolved from a 
party in power, controlling much of the state apparatus together with its partnering parties within 
EPRDF, into a regional party solely responsible for its region and its belated development. At the same 
time, it was also clearly not the party which the Ethiopian federal government referred to in their 
declarations about ‘old leaders' from the past taking their region Tigray as a hostage of their greed. The 
political process on the ground, even if criticised by some, showed a totally different picture. 


The Intent of the Speech 


In the video, Debretsion answers questions asked by the EPRDF member party participants. He starts by 
clarifying the intent of his speech, saying, "This is to clarify for the points raised, most were related to 
TPLF, some questions, some opinions, even suspicions about TPLF, and if we have the same 
understanding of the reform and its progress." 
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EPRDE, Ethiopian People's Revolutionary Democratic Front, was a political coalition consisting of four Ethiopian parties. 
2 Zehabesha is a YouTube media blog. Its contents are in line with Amhara ultra-nationalists and the unitary politics of Abiy. 
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He also reflects on the value of open discussions and emphasises his openness to clarification. "There 
are questions, asking if we are on this journey together? This should be clear. It is important for EPRDF 
but also for TPLF because we advance together. If one is pulling and the other is following, we will be 
lost together. If we don't step together, we cannot proceed. Instead, we might even perish. So, it's 
important to see these points." 


Throughout the video, Debretsion appeals and repeatedly reminds about reform agendas EPRDF was 
struggling to implement since November 2016. He refers to it as a path to salvation and reminds that 
every member party promised to uphold those reform agendas. He quickly recollects, in 2017, TPLF did 
35 days of the reform progress review, and EPRDF, as a front, continued for 17 days more. He also 
mentions that TPLF even calls the review the second 'deep renewal.' The rest of his speech elaborates 
on his concerns about the misunderstandings and the delayed progress of these agendas - extensive 
reforms that were likely to transform Ethiopia's political landscape and possibly affect the Horn of 
Africa's political standard. 


TPLF has a recurring reform history; the reviews or self-criticism of 2016 were part of this culture. 
Hailemariam Desalegn, the predecessor to Abiy, says all the reform decisions, implemented by himself 
or Abiy, resulted from the deep renewal. The deep review, coupled with massive protests in the country, 
led to the resignation of Hailemariam and a rise of a new elite within EPRDF, which ultimately led to the 
inception of Abiy Anmed as EPRDF chairman and Prime Minister of Ethiopia. In essence, the review was 
a critical assessment of EPRDF's 15 years of good and threatening political and economic performance. 


The Reform Agendas - the 4+7 


Enumerating the reform agendas, Sebhat Nega, one of the founding fathers of TPLF, in his Amharic 
interview with Ethio Forum?, calls them the 4+7. He says the first four agendas were proposed in the 
TPLF's first deep renewal reform review. They were described as an inherent threat to the political order. 
These were: 


1. Rent-seeking, described by undemocratic nationalism and complacency (narrow nationalism 
and chauvinism). 
Expansion of corruption, political corruption, and corrupt work practices. 
The undemocratic relationship among national parties and within EPRDF member parties. 
Lack of good governance. 


The other seven were added by EPRDF, mainly by Hailemariam. They focused on the correct 
implementation of constitutional order, widening the political environment, adhering to the political 
program of EPRDF in orientation and practice - democracy and developmental state policy 
(revolutionary democracy), addressing youth unemployment and other socio-economic problems. It 
stressed an urgent and deep need to address issues resulting from the recent socio-economic growth. 
Ethiopia's educational transformations resulted in above 1.5 million graduates every year with unmet 
job opportunities. Sebhat Nega highlights the weight of the agendas, remembering, "It was stated - if we 


don't solve these inherent problems, we will enter post-EPRDE." 


Debretsion continued, answering the question of why TPLF is in deep silence, "So we are in silence, but 
we are not conspiring. We are just researching how to continue to engage with the change and the 
transformation agendas. We are bringing the young generation to TPLF leadership. We are thinking 


3 Ethio Forum is a TV and YouTube video blog reporting Ethiopia's political, economic and diplomatic issues with a neutral position. 
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about the future generation. We have been in a continuous effort for the last three years to address the 
change and transformation introduced three years ago. We have been in turmoil as a country because 
we didn't address the issues raised three years ago in EPRDF's reform agendas. So, these three years 
were the years of change and transformation." 


He attributes the origins of the unrest and widespread protests to the young people "mainly asking 
about job creation" and democracy. Others attribute it to unemployment and the fragmentation within 


EPRDF, food insecurity, and the Ethiopian elite's political stagnation. Then he says, "At the end of the 
day, there is a question of job seekers, people striving for democracy, widening the political space, ... 


but we haven't transformed it to concrete reality. We need to do more, going from giving hope to 
something concrete, something to feed, something that can be seen in the ground. We cannot feed the 
young with words. We cannot change it with words. Rather we can, with job opportunities, with 
democracy, with freedom of opinions. We need to be one in this. So, the change is for all of us. We have 
started it, but it is still far away." 


Violations, responsibility, forgiveness, mob justice, and the legal order 


"The weaknesses and strengths are all of EPRDF. The national parties have [also] each their own. As a 
country for all of us, as a region, each of our own. It means we take responsibility separately. There 
cannot be an ideal/rational that violates this." 


He also responds to the blame game by saying, "As it was heard here, pointing to one party, to TPLF, [as] 
‘the source of all problems TPLF,' where will it take us? Unless to let us [all] perish. Saying Medemer, on 
the one hand [we are saying]- ‘let's come together,’ and [on the other] we are saying let's disperse. It's 
not like so. That is what will be dividing. That is separating. We are even bringing in a force from outside, 
who was attacking the country, [saying] come and let's build a nation, let alone a safeguarding party 
[TPLF]." 


He then hints at a rational to individual party responsibility, collective responsibility, and respect for the 
legal order, saying, "It must be about correcting faults, and defects are all ours. When it comes to the 
individual [responsibility], Debretsion has his own, Demeke’, Abiy, and others have their own; when 
enumerated, each of us takes our own. | might have a big part in both the destruction and the 
development. Dr Abiy might have a small role in both destruction and development. But it is collective, 
and my fault is also his. Now, Dr Abiy can't say | wasn't there. Instead, it is as EPRDF that we take [the 
responsibility of] the problems. But when it comes to a single [party], we take [responsibility] according 
to our work. As EPRDF, we took it collectively, the problems in this country ... By the way, as an 
individual [party] ... those human rights issues, | don't know them; and even | can't accept the fact that 
it was done, it's just because it was told. Also, what we struggled for was to eradicate these abuses. We 
all feel it; also, | feel twice as much pain, especially that this happened to the cause | struggled with. To 
the cause that many have sacrificed themselves." 


Speaking on the human rights violations in correction centres, he takes a strong stance on investigating 
the individuals who participated in those crimes. He then calls out the mob attacks on TPLF, saying, "But 
| will not just point to one, as some of you have said. Rather, let's investigate from top to bottom, top to 
bottom. Anyone, whoever it is. Let's clean this deeply." 


“ Demeke Mekonnen Hassen was Deputy Chair of EPRDF at the time of the congress. 


On the commonly shouted out word, by Abiy - 'forgiveness' of committed crimes, he says, "To be honest, 
even if others forgive, | will not forgive this. Also, as a party, TPLF, we take this stand. Forgiveness, what 
is forgiveness?! Forgiveness, we can forgive insults, also maybe some small damages. We cannot pass 
these [human rights violations] with forgiveness. In any case, no matter who the person is. We cannot 
forgive this, it must not be so, and it isn't ought to be so." 


Returning to the mob rule, he says, "This mob decision, however, we cannot decide. There cannot be 
mob decisions or mob justice. Everything needs to follow the legal order or process. Concluding as a 
group and pointing at one, [blaming on someone] - as that is Mr./lord someone - doesn't work. We 
cannot see it as simplistic as that. Instead, we need to investigate the actual individuals who committed 
these crimes, the individuals who put their hands on this. Let everyone be judged according to their 
work. How can this happen in our coalition, in our order?! As EPRDF." 


Moreover, instead of political disgust, hostility, hate and pointing, he appeals to the audience to recall 
the reform decisions and brace the reform agendas’ chapter on widening the political space. He then 
hinted that the ideals of widening the political space apply not only to others but also to parties within 
EPRDF. 


"Regarding expanding the political environment. It's not only about inviting opposition parties to come 
from abroad; we even have decided, as EPRDF, that a majority vote is not enough; instead, [we decided] 
to count individual votes. We even decided to count the votes of opposition parties in elections to allow 
better parliament participation. But we need to respect the rule of law and the legal order." 


Eritrea, Arabs and border conflicts with Amhara 


He sees the diplomatic efforts of Abiy in the diaspora, which relates to religion and the Arabs, as a 
positive "nice to have," but also, as a separate effort, that was not in the EPRDF reform agendas. 


He then reflects on the diplomatic relationship of Abiy and Isayas, the president of Eritrea. He calls it 
profound personal diplomatic skills by saying, "what magic did work with him [lsayas], what prayer?!" 
Comparing the Amhara and Tigray's border issue with the Eritrean peace, as optimistic as he can be, he 
says with a positive attitude, "We can solve it. We are even solving the problem with Eritrea. This is 
much easier; it is all within Ethiopia. It should not be a big issue. Rather let's focus on changing the 
livelihood of the people." Now we know this was too optimistic. We know what happened. A big part of 
western Tigray is under the Amhara administration. Moreover, the secret deal with Isayas of Eritrea was 
more a military pact than a peace deal. As a result, most of Tigray is under Eritrean military occupation. 


Political Program - "Medemer" vs Revolutionary Democracy 


Clarifying on the question of whether TPLF has joined 'WMedemer' the 'political philosophy' of Abiy, 
Debretsion says, "Concerning continuing the reform process, we shouldn't mix revolutionary democracy 
and Medemer. It's not to compare both of them as well. The Medemer we have seen in the last months 
is supportive of revolutionary democracy. It can even support the planned reforms and changes. 
Revolutionary democracy is a program. Medemer, if it is adding someone and removing others, is 
simplistic. Medemer is not a program, rather a value." 


On joining with other political groups affiliated to 'WMedemer,' he responds, "We cannot be added 
[lumped] together with Ginbot 7 as a political party; we have differing party programs. But we can work 
on building the country. That should be separate. Medemer has a class, unlike our [EPRDF] program. Our 


program sides with the poor, and our program, revolutionary democracy, advocates that. Siding with the 
poor is not for change; if so, we will not be EPRDF anymore. It is not canonical, it can change and must 
change, but it will continue, with reforms, as long as the poor's economic situation is not yet in the 
middle-income level. It can also be described as a developmental state democracy, with no significant 
difference. | agree with that. It's not about words." 


Concluding with the question of what TPLF is doing in silence, what he calls 'the suspicions,’ he says, "So 
we are in silence, but we are not conspiring, we are working, and we are studying how to continue to 
engage with the change and the transformation agendas, the deep renewal. We are bringing the young 
generation to TPLF leadership. We are thinking about the future generation." 


He finishes by saying, "The country has big hope, now it has; also, we see more, and we can take it 
higher. However, if we point to one party, it will not work; we will perish, eliminating each other. If we 
correct this, especially in the leadership, we can head on to a new high, a new hope, working on the 
future, we can bring many changes." 


Reform Agendas - lost and forgotten. 


However, right after that congress, the other three EPRDF member parties morphed into Abiy's new 
Prosperity Party and grew apart more with TPLF. Debretsion's appeal was never heard again. Abiy and 
his remaining team were on their bandwagon, opposite to the reform agendas and the EPRDF party 
program. They continued pointing at TPLF more and more, for nearly all the problems of violence in the 
country. 


Besides, Abiy's speech patterns developed into inciting hate and violence by introducing new names and 
ploys. Naming and framing continued as ‘daylight hyenas, fire on foot, Ethiopian cancer, gun razor’ and 
finally declaring TPLF as a terrorist clique or 'starving/ravening junta.' Ultimately, TPLF was labelled as a 
cabal and the source of all evil. Out of the 114 incidents of major conflicts within two and half years in 
the country, Abiy attributed 113 of them to TPLF. Of course, those claims are extraordinary and 
problematic. An analyst in the Horn of Africa, Martin Plaut, challenges Abiy saying, "[This argument] 
comes down to a very specific claim that ethnic conflict and political violence since April 2018 has 
occurred because the TPLF, the Tigrians, have planned and executed it. To win this argument, concrete 
evidence will have to be made public, and that is really at the heart of what they have to show. If PM 
Abiy believes there is direct evidence that the Tigrians have been behind every single one of the 
problems that have been across the country. Let him show it." 


Now Ethiopia is in a messy civil war. Even worse, the region, Horn of Africa, is infected with it. The war 





on Tigray has resurrected old rivalries with Sudan. While Sudan and Ethiopia are already at war, Kenya 
and Somalia are also flaring with tensions. 


Reflecting after the fact, it has become evident that early 'reformist' looks of Abiy were tactical and not 
genuine. For instance, he expanded women's rights to consolidate his power. According to Abiy's recent 
victory speech, he revealed the 'peace deal’ with Eritrea was not about peacemaking but instead a 


military pact, a strategic alliance against TPLF. Tracing the UAE's military involvement and its economic 
interest in the region, the war also exposed why Abiy befriended the United Arab Emirates. In essence, it 


has become clear that Abiy is neither a reformer nor a man of peace. 


Now, clearly, the deep renewal reform agendas are being reversed, democracy is hampered, and the 
political space is toxic and narrow. Abiy has reversed the reforms initiated by TPLF in 2016. He has 
imprisoned important opposition figures. Important political forces are declared terrorists and hunted 
by the military. Unlike the ideals of the deep renewal reform agendas, the political space is now very 
narrow. It spins around Abiy's nostalgic relative deprivation, a philosophy much affiliated to Ethiopia's 


imperial past. It's the ultra-rights archaic and religious non-secular politics. He is nostalgic for the old 
empire, supremacy, and its politics based on a Kibre Negest. 


Like many other historical examples of reforms going wrong, Ethiopia's reform didn't reach far enough 
to address its socio-economic problems. Initially, in 2016, early implementations of this significant 
fundamental political rejuvenation were delayed, and the leadership, mainly Abiy's predecessor 
Hailemariam Desalegn, was in paralysis. This then led to a growing political divide in the Ethiopian 
society bringing in a post-EPRDF political landscape advocated by an ultra-right nationalist unitarist 


political group from within EPRDF, hijacking the youth protest and ultimately halting the reform process. 
Now the roadmap is long lost, and the reform train diverted. As a result, Ethiopia is steadily running out 
of its rail on a destructive path. 


Perhaps, what is lost, the deep renewal - the 4+7 reform agendas, would have probably saved Ethiopia 
from the civil war and its people's misery. 


Sebhat Nega, one of the founders of TPLF, asks with deep regret why that was aborted, that reform 
train, saying, "A9°7 &av? Ago? +a" it's to mean "Why did it stop?! Why was it forgotten?!" 


In Ethiopia, now, no one talks about the reform agendas anymore. They are lost and forgotten. Would 
Ethiopia be able to recover back to those lost political reforms ever again? Time will tell. 


